Introduction
Within current literature on global governance and conflict management, it is assumed that a functioning civil society is a prerequisite for a functioning and healthy democratic polity. 1 The very phrase civil society, has become absorbed into the lexicon of academic discourse and has accompanied the rise of that other great mantra of the post-Cold War era, global governance. Despite the terminological vagueness of such phrases, those working and writing in the fields of conflict management are intrigued by the potential of civil society, and increasingly view it as a useful item in the tool-box for reducing, or even preventing, the outbreak or escalation of violent conflict. This chapter will look at the nature of civil society and argue that within a divided region such as Northern Ireland, the normal gravitational forces that underpin the concept within more stable polities (a sense of community, desire for associational life and sense of civic duty) are sharpened to a degree that they can just as easily mutate into uncivil norms and values. In other words, while some envisage a decline of American democracy with an increasing trend towards 'Bowling Alone' and a drop-off in associational life, (Putnam, 2000) within a divided society like Northern Ireland, joining the group or having a strong sense of community can have a wholly different, (and violent) set of outcomes. Thus, within the political infrastructure of a divided society, where, by definition, there is more than one set of politico-cultural values, people may be so interested in their community, that they become willing to kill those within the other, whom they perceive to be a threat to their political, social or economic position. In such circumstances, bowling alone would seem to be a reasonable conflict management strategy, notwithstanding Putnam's observations on participative democracy within more stable societies.
The focus of this chapter, therefore, is to examine the dynamics of civil society within the context of Northern Ireland over the course of the last 30 years of political conflict, to illustrate that concepts such as community spirit and civic duty are far from neutral values, but exist within a wider political and cultural context. The notion of social capital (an alleged asset of civil society), will be examined to illustrate that within a divided society such as Northern Ireland, global norms function in specific and particular ways. The chapter will argue that to encourage 'bowling together' for the sake of it, without contextualising the nature of the society concerned, will do little to further the liberal goals of global governance or conflict management.
As Maloney et al. (2000) have observed when discussing the concept of social capital:
Knowledge of civic organisations and a generic understanding of their civic vibrancy expressed through their numbers, their access to information and networks does not enable us to make immediate comment on the quality of governance in a given locality. Nor does the identification of a certain set of values and attitudes held by individuals in a community provide a sufficient basis for ascertaining the performance of governance arrangements. It is behaviour that matters. … social capital is a relational concept. It is specific to and is made manifest in particular relations. … In short social capital is context specific. Only by being sensitive to the different locations in which social capital is created or inhibited
